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Challenges 
By: Tijjani Usman 
Abstract: 
Qur’anic study is the oldest educational philosophy of the Muslim 
Ummah in Northern Nigeria. It is a distinct education system with unique 
features particularly its curriculum content. Although some significant 
attainments have been made during its classical days, the current state 
of Qur’anic schools in the Region is very worrisome.  
From whatever perspective one views the issue, whether from the 
socio-economic conditions of the Qur’anic school pupils; the curriculum 
contents of the system and methods; the teachers or the teaching-
learning environment, there is a strong need for reassessment. 
In an attempt to deal with the topic, the article discussed the 
conceptual background of Qur’anic school system. Thereupon the article 
projected the historical setting and development of Qur’anic schools in 
pre-colonial Nigeria with particular emphasis on its glory in the then 
Northern Region, highlighting its suppression and marginalization by 
colonial and post colonial establishments. 
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 gnicaf segnellahc gniliaverp eht fo sisylana yb dewollof saw sihT
 yb denoisacco si hcihw ,airegiN nrehtroN ni metsys loohcs cina’ruQ
 dna stnemnrevog evisseccus yb tcelgen lassoloc ,mulucirruc detcirtser
 .snoitidnoc cimonoce-oicos roop dna esab laicnanif fo kcal ,yteicos
 elbon eht egavlas ot weiv eht htiw edam erew snoitadnemmocer yllaniF
 .tsap suoirolg sti ot tcarter ot noitutitsni
 eseht noitnevretni fo saera eht taht elcitra siht fo weiv eht si tI 
 lanoitcurtsni ,seitilicaf larutcurtsarfni :era deen ot mees sloohcs
 eht fo noitidnoc gnivil eht sa llew sa secruoser laicnanif dna ,slairetam
 srehcaet rieht dna slipup
 . بق وتحديات سائدةمجدسا: المدارس القرآنية في نيجريا الشمالية
 :المستخلص
الدراسة القرآنية هي اقدم فلسفة تربوية للأمة المسلمة في نيجريا الشمالية، إنها نظام 
تربوي متميز بمعالم فذة لاسيما في محتوى مناهجها، بالرغم من بعض الإنجازات الهامة التي 
 .مئنأحرزت في أول نشأتها فإن واقع المدارس القرآنية المعاصرة غير مط
ومهما كان المنظور الذي تتناول به هذه القضية ، سواء أكان من ناحية الأوضاع 
الاقتصادية لتلاميذ هذه المدارس ، أو من ناحية مستوى المناهج فيما يتعلق بنظمها وأساليبها ، 
ولة في محا. أو فيما يتعلق بالمدرسين وبيئة التعليم والتعلم، فإن هناك حاجة ماسة لإعادة التقييم 
لتناول الموضوع ناقشت المقالة الخلفية المفاهيمية لنظام المدرسة القرآنية موضحة الوضع 
. التاريخي للمدارس القرآنية وتطورها في نيجريا قبل الاستعمار مع تركيز خاص على أمجادها 
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اسسؤم لبق نم اهشيمهتو اهعمق ىلع ءوضلا ءاقلإ عم يلامشلا ميلقلإاب اهتقو فرعي ناك ام يف ت
رامعتسلاا دعب ام تاسسؤمو رامعتسلاا. 
 ةيلامشلا ايريجين يف ةينآرقلا ةسردملا ماظن هجاوت يتلا ةدئاسلا تايدحتلا ليلحت كلذ عبت
 ساسلأا نادقفو عمتجملاو ةعباتتملا تاموكحلا لبق نم عيظفلا لامهلإاو ةدودحملا جهانملا ةجيتن
،ةريقفلا ةيداصتقلاا ةيعامتجلاا لاوحلأاو يلاملا  هذه ذاقنا لجأ نم تايصوتلا تمدق ًاريخأو
ديجملا اهيضامل دوعتل ةميركلا ةسسؤملا . 
 سرادملا هذهب  ضوهنلل لخدتلا جاتحت يتلا تلااجملا نأ ةلاقملا هذه يف يأر نم هنإ
يه : ةيشيعملا لاوحلأا نيسحت ىلإ ةفاضلإاب ةيلام دراومو ةيهيجوت داوم ،ةيتحتلا ىنبلا تلايهست
مو ذيملاتللمهيملع. 
A Qur’anic school is referred to as a non-formal basic or 
elementary Islamic educational institution, commonly known as 
“Tsangaya”, or “Makarantan Allo” in northern Nigeria. Its curriculum was 
primarily founded to teach reading and writing the Glorious Qur’an.  
A typical Qur’anic school is located in the open air, Mosques, under the 
trees, veranda or porch, family compounds, etc. The students are seated 
on mats, bare floor/ground either in a cycle, semi-cycle or straight line 
with each student holding a written wooden slate (known as Allo in 
Hausa), reciting a particular verse, or portion of the Qur’an. They are 
left on their own to continue repeating the verse until they have 
thoroughly mastered or memorized it.  
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 Traditional Qur’anic schools in northern Nigeria are characterized by 
hereditary proprietorship in most cases. The proprietor who is usually 
the founder of his school served as the overall head of the school. 
Duration in the Qur'anic school is usually between two to six years 
depending on the age and ability of each pupil 
The role of the Malam (teacher/proprietor) in the system is to pay 
particular attention on the reading and writing skills of each student in 
addition to keeping track of student’s attendance. Times and period for 
the school session is at the discretion of an individual proprietor and 
varies between rural and urban settings.  
Having a glance on the statistics on table 1 and 2 bellow, one may find 
the staggering number and the gross enrolment figure of Qur’anic school 
sector  which is bigger than the conventional school system in the 
northern States. 
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Table 1: Statistics of Almajirai based on State and Geo-political 
Zone 
S/No Zone No. of 
Qur’anic  
Schools 
No. of 
Teachers 
No. of 
Enrolment 
No
rth
–E
as
t 
Adamawa 2,139 -- 141,951 
Borno 55,000 125,000 1,800,000 
Bauchi 4,703 10,736 301,980 
Gombe 2,124 4,670 123,923 
Taraba -- -- 63,168 
Yobe 2,191 8,694 220,745 
Total 66,157 24,100 2,651,767 
No
rth
–W
es
t 
Jigawa 5,574 12,715 258,280 
Kano 14,335 45,454 1,272,844 
Kaduna 7,768 9,933 250,366 
Katsina 8,828 13,246 529,530 
Kebbi 8,200 -- 328,000 
Sokoto 9,551 25,004 1,145,145 
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Zamfara 5,994 8,390 1,118,835 
Total 60,250 114,742 4,903,000 
No
rth
–C
en
tra
l 
Benue 136 483 14,669 
Kogi 529 4,106 119,462 
Kwara 5,126 -- 271,258 
Nasarawa 4,624 19,919 45,873 
Niger 8,210 15,899 586,521 
Plateau -- -- 75,382 
FCT-Abuja 253 -- 20,123 
Total 18,878 40,407 1,133,288 
So
ut
h–
W
es
t 
Ekiti 119 129 11,176 
Lagos 883 3,153 285,102 
Ogun 354 432 43,764 
Ondo 126 129 14,025 
Osun 973 2,634 264,014 
Oyo 874 2,076 189,236 
Total 3,329 8,553 807,317 
So
ut
h–
Ea
st 
Anambra -- -- 664 
Cross 
River 
-- -- 1,646 
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  Source:  UBEC/Madrasa Committee Report of 2010 
Table2: Enrolment into Primary School (2008) vis-à-vis gross 
enrolment figures for Almajiri      Schools in the Northern States. 
STATES No. of SCHLS MALE 
TOTAL 
(M&F) 
No. of 
Qur’anic 
Schls 
Enrolment 
ADAMAWA 1,698 249,423 459,924 2,139 141,951 
BAUCHI 2,053 393,421 696,064 4,703 301,980 
BORNO 1,315 275,618 484,203 55,000 1,800,000 
GOMBE 1,120 246,321 431,768 2,124 123,923 
TARABA 1,513 271,145 478,362 -- 63,168 
YOBE 984 372,520 620,758 2,191 220,745 
JIGAWA 1,813 285,565 479,881 5,574 258,280 
KADUNA 3,714 525,712 918,804 7,768 250,366 
KANO 5,196 1,139,435 1,949,571 14,335 1,272,844 
KATSINA 2,134 764,342 
1,222,81
2 
8,828 529,530 
KEBBI 1,388 279,578 434,233 8,200 328,000 
Ebonyi -- -- 728 
Enugu -- -- 665 
Imo  -- -- 235 
Total -- -- 3,938 
Grand Total 148,614 187,802 9,687,112 
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SOKOTO 1,666 479,425 691,790 9,551  1,145,145 
ZAMFARA 1,276 341,133 470,880 5,994 1,118,835 
BENUE 2,884 444,042 833,569 136 14,669 
FCT 468 117,883 226,732 253 20,123 
KOGI 1,997 415,024 829,516 529 119,462 
KWARA 1,413 335,700 628,949 5,126 271,258 
NASARAWA 1,162 186,327 333,821 4,624 45,873 
NIGER 2,806 298,708 488,834 8,210 586,521 
PLATEAU 1,869 363,933 706,436 -- 75,382 
TOTAL 36,600 7,421,3
22 
12,680,
471 
145,285 8,688,05
5 
Source:  UBEC/Madrasa Committee Report of 2010 
Past Glory 
Qur’anic school system was the only organized, systematic and 
highly effective pre-colonial education tradition in northern Nigeria 
spanning over a thousand years before the colonial watershed.  The 
system was the pioneer literacy provider to the region using Arabic 
scripts to write both Arabic and Nigerian languages. 
As the first vehicle of literacy, Qur’anic schools have produced 
consummate class of literates, seasoned administrators, accomplished 
scholars and intellectuals, highly prolific literary writers and poets, 
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renowned scientific writers, dedicated educationists and world class 
authors (El-Miskin2004:2) 
The aspirations of the Muslim Ummah were met through it because 
the products were relevant to the society. They are employed as judges, 
scribes, treasurers etc and were manning all governments, social 
organizations and economic transactions. 
Through Qur’anic school system, education was wide spread and 
well developed in northern Nigeria. Arabic was the official language of 
communication in royal courts, offices and legal courts. Accordingly, 
Hausa and Fulfulde Languages were both written in Arabic alphabets 
(Galadanci1993 in Dawud 2004:9). 
 Being the fountain head of Islamic scholarship, the system has 
flourished producing great scholars, saints, great centers of learning in 
Kano, Katsina, Zaria and Bornu. Its impact equally triggered revivalist 
movements prominent among which was Sheikh Usmanu Danfodiyo 
which gave birth to Sokoto Caliphate. 
The scholastic excellence and literacy impact of the Sokoto 
Caliphate was testified by a number of European explorers like 
Clapperton describing them as “…civilized, humane and pious” 
(Moreden1968:47).   
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In the same vein, Blyden (1911 in Shehu 2002:5) rightly put 
“There is regular epistolary communication throughout this region in 
Arabic Language, some time in vernacular, (clear reference to Ajami), 
written in Arabic character”. The Sokoto Caliphate authored not less 
than five hundred materials ranging from books, epistles, pamphlets, etc. 
Empirical analysis reported that as at the time the colonial masters 
came, there were well over 20,000 Qur’anic schools in the area covered 
by the then Sokoto Caliphate(Dawud et’al:1). 
 The traditional Qur’anic schools system started to witness sings of 
drift during colonial and post colonial era in northern Nigeria. The 
colonial establishments imposed the western model of educational 
culture as the mainstream educational vehicle there by relegating the 
pre-colonial heritage (Qur’anic school system) to the background.  
 Unfortunately, the post colonial structures did not alter the imperial 
equation; but protected and retained the invading colonial tradition. 
Consequently, the system was devastated through systematic 
marginalization and suppression. That was the beginning of the set back 
and eventual retrogression of the traditional Qur’anic school system. 
The syndrome of begging (Bara) associated with the system has 
created an ugly picture to the entire system. Projecting a situation 
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pervaded by a flock of  Almajiarai (Qur’anic school pupils)  in markets, 
motor parks, bus-stops, round, mosques and even churches, appearing 
shabby, distressed and depressed, instilling a sense of inferiority, 
dependency, rejection and sort of negative psychological disposition    
However, the past glory of the Qur’anic school system is not what is 
visible today. There are a lot of setbacks on the quantity of teaching and 
the quality of learning in the system.   
Prevailing Challenges 
1. Restricted curriculum 
The curriculum of the traditional Qur’anic school system is certainly 
narrow. It is limited to the study of Glorious Qur’an only. Its 
implementation also goes in stages and each pupil proceeds according 
to his ability. The scope of the Qur'anic school curriculum is very wide 
and varied. The following are the stages of learning in the traditional 
Qur’anic schools: 
1) Babbaku  - Identifying and pronunciation of Arabic alphabets     
2)  Farfaru  -Vowels  
3) Zube   - Learning reading and writing the Qur’an 
4) Zuku   -Writing and reading specified portion of the 
Qur’an 
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5) Sauka  - Graduation 
6) Tilawa   - Revision 
7) Hadda  -Memorization of the Qur’an 
8) Satu   - Writing the Qur’an from the memory 
Absence of Arabic language and other Islamic sciences in the 
system has therefore rendered the curriculum lacking in the face of the 
challenges posed by contemporary realities 
Aminu Kano (1914) in A- Rashid (1973:54) wrote about the curriculum 
of Qur’anic schools as: 
Arbitrary in form, bookish in style, hopeless for promoting 
social ideals and usefulness; it has done nothing but made 
the work in the school lifeless and killing. The Qur’anic 
schools have utterly failed to appeal to the child, but 
succeeded in promoting drudgery, loading the child‘s mind 
with fantastic facts, which she or he may never understand.  
2. Colossal neglect by government and the society  
The neglect of this noble institution by establishments and the larger 
society has completely bastardized the system compared to the form 
and condition under which it was operating.  
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Government and the Muslim Ummah should be blamed for 
collective negligence in allowing the system to continue unabated in its 
present form. It seems to be a conspiracy between parent, authorities 
and society in abdicating their responsibilities on caring and educating 
the Almajiri child (Abulqadir 2013:4).  
The Qur’anic school  pupils therefore resort to begging as the 
result of absence of scholarship, dearth of sponsorship and general 
neglect in terms of provision of infrastructural facilities and other indices 
of socio-economic development. The pupils’ parents were mainly low-
income farmers whose annual crop production was far below the 
requirement of their domestic consumption and expenditure (Khalid 
2013).  
3. Lack of financial base 
Some State governments appear to have made efforts to assist 
these Qur'anic schools in terms of structures, teachers, and financial 
grants. However, the said assistance is too meager and far between 
when compared with the real needs of the Qur'anic schools.  
Consequently, the system relies on irregular charitable sources 
from some parent and members of the community who come for prayers 
and spiritual counseling for their upkeep and operations. The pupils 
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largely depend on themselves by begging for food, clothing, and pocket 
money. Sometimes they also support their teachers as well. The support 
usually comes in form of cash and foodstuff (Ismail 2003: 2). 
 However, the Qur’anic school system continued to serve with 
tremendous resilience despite the absence of official funding and 
consistent colonial and neo-colonial assault and onslaught in all its 
ramifications.  
4. Socio-economic questions 
The socio-economic condition of Qur’anic schools in northern 
Nigeria is not encouraging, leaving much to be desired. This is 
occasioned by poor accommodation, poor health condition and lack of 
remuneration for teachers etc, thereby hampering effective teaching and 
learning. 
Poverty question in the northern States is one of the key economic 
factors associated with begging syndrome associated with the traditional 
Qur’anic school pupils (Almajiri).  
Empirical studies have revealed a brief on the poverty profile in 
Nigeria linking poverty with Almajiranci, majority of who are from rural 
areas and of poor family background (Khalid 1999 Misbahu 2015). The 
report of International Monetary Fund (IMF) 2007 and United Nations 
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Development Project (UNDP) 2008 indicated that Nigerian poor are 
living in the north and are predominantly rural. 
Table 3:  Food Poverty, Absolute and Relative Poverty, in the 
three geo-political  Zones of Northern Nigeria. 
Zone Food Poverty (%) 
Absolute 
Poverty (%) 
Relative 
Poverty (%) nb  n  
n nn 
North-Central 38.6 59.5 67.5 
North-East 51.5 69 76.3 
North-West 51.8 70 77.7 
Source: 2010 National Poverty index  
5. Lack of Regulatory Framework 
One of the major factors in the pyramid of problems associated 
with the traditional Qur’anic school system in northern Nigeria is the 
absence of dynamic regulatory mechanism. 
 
The justification of regulatory framework for the development of Qur’anic 
school system is to address four key areas, ranging from the itinerancy 
posture (primary and secondary itinerancy) of the traditional system, with 
a view to institutionalize Qur’anic education; the begging syndrome 
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associated with the primary and secondary itinerancy and registration of 
Qur’anic schools to address their carrying capacity and enforcement of 
welfare standards.  
Reforming the System  
The plight of Qur’anic schools  system was considered by the then 
northern region government who’s intervention policy emphasized on  
the maintenance of Qur’an as the core subject in school curriculum and 
the introduction of modern subjects into the existing Qur’anic schools 
curriculum as well as the incorporation of Islamic subjects into secular 
school’s curriculum in dominant Muslim areas. 
Subsequently, reform efforts  on Qur’anic schools in Nigeria went 
through a number of trends and have taken perspectives and areas of 
emphasis with various motives and degree of commitments by 
individuals, Faith Based Organizations (FBOs), Non Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs), UNICEF, UNESCO, USAID, etc.  
The official concern grew and exploded at the 19 northern 
governments’s collective task, as clearly captured in the general 
recommendations of the Northern Education Research Project (NERP), 
stating that: 
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In view of the high proportion of children in Qur’anic schools 
and in recognition of their contribution in raising literacy 
levels and providing moral training, there is the urgent need 
for government involvement in the integration and 
transformation of the Qur’anic and Islamiyyah schools with 
the conventional schools for rapid development of a large 
part of the nation’s manpower resources (NERP p.14). 
The UBE Initiative Universal Basic Education Commission in Nigeria 
(UBEC) was launched in 1999. UBE Act (2004) part 1 and 2 (1) states 
that “every Government in Nigeria shall provide free, compulsory and 
Universal Basic Education for every child of primary and junior 
secondary school age” (UBE2010: IV) 
The  Act  defines Universal Basic Education as early childhood care 
education, the nine years of formal school, Adult literacy and non-formal 
education, skill acquisition program and the education of special groups 
as nomads and migrants, girl child and women, Almajiri, street children 
and disable groups. 
Almajiri education program under the Universal Basic Education (UBE) 
scheme in Nigeria is the latest reform drive geared towards merging or 
integrating the two systems (Qur’anic and Western education) to 
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enhance the intellectual potentials of traditional Qur’anic school students 
in facing the contemporary realities. 
In an effort to fast track the implementation and development of the 
Almajiri education program under the Universal Basic Education scheme 
in Nigeria, the policy framework focuses on two critical levels. (UBE 
2010:2) 
1. Rationalization, consolidating achievements, addressing 
challenges and expanding opportunities for the growth and 
development of the existing traditional Almajiri education 
(Qur’anic school system). 
2. Mainstreaming and promoting a dynamic Almajiri education 
model that will effectively integrate the later into the Universal 
Basic Education (UBE) scheme, by integrating appropriate 
dose of Islamic disciplines and conventional subjects in to the 
traditional system 
The objectives of the Almajiri education policy as articulated in the 
Universal Basic Education (UBE) scheme includes: (UBE 2010:3)  
i. Ensuring the institutional development of Qur’anic school  system 
and the provision of requisite infrastructural and welfare  facilities 
such that it can function as a true Almajiri education system; 
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ii. Addressing effectively and on long-term basis, the challenges 
facing the traditional Qur’anic school sector, especially as they 
relate to itinerancy and begging; 
iii. Providing viable educational platforms and model Almajiri schools 
that could steadily and effectively integrate conventional 
disciplines into the Qur’anic school System; 
iv. Supporting the emergence of an enabling environment that could   
facilitate the effective integration of Islamic disciplines into the 
basic education program; 
v. Producing quality products that are imbued with the discipline,  
character, knowledge and skills to take full advantage of available 
opportunities and participate effectively and meaningfully in the 
socio-economic and political life of the nation; and 
vi. Providing basic education access to all children of school age 
throughout the country.   
Conclusion 
Traditional Qur’anic school system is the nerve center of Islamic 
education in northern Nigeria. The fact that the schools have out-
numbered both public and private schools, the system need to be 
revitalized and run according to modern operational standard.  This is 
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very crucial if the system is to meet the contemporary and indeed future 
needs and aspirations of the Muslim Ummah. 
Revitalizing the system should entail transforming it without tempering on 
its philosophy and traditional outlook. This includes:  
1. Expanding the prevailing curriculum to accommodate additional 
Islamic studies to enable the Qur’anic school child to gain 
knowledge and skills essential for his spiritual and material 
wellbeing.  
2. Improving the requisite infrastructure and instructional facilities of 
the schools for effective teaching and learning. 
3. Improving the socio-economic conditions of the teachers and the 
pupils. 
Recommendations 
1. The need to revitalize the traditional Qur’anic school system to reflect 
modern operational framework is perennially pressing.  
2.There is the need for proprietors of Qur’anic schools to improve the 
quality of Qur’anic studies in their respective schools to accommodate 
appropriate doze of quality Tajweed ,Tahfeezul Qur’an, Arabic 
Language, and other Islamic sciences like Fiqh, Hadith, Tawhid and 
Tahzeeb. 
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3. Qur’anic schools should be funded by government through a 
budgetary allocation to address the issues of requisite infrastructural 
facilities, basic instructional materials, feeding and general operations. 
The Government at all levels should therefore consider the education of 
the Almajiri child as a fundamental Human Right and be an integral part 
of the current Universal Basic Education Program in the country 
4. The graduates of Qur’anic schools should be provided with outlets 
into various schools of Islamic studies outfits (accredited and supervised 
by Ahmadu Bello University Zaria) and ultimately mainstream into 
Universities.  
5. Stakeholders, including the Ulama, Islamic organizations and 
traditional institutions, should be mobilized more effectively to ensure 
community support on Qur’anic schools system. 
6. Government should step up efforts to assist Qur'anic and schools in a 
significant manner. This might give government the opportunity to 
influence the introduction of positive changes in this glorious important 
system. 
7. There is the need of a regulatory framework to address itinerancy, 
carrying capacity, begging and registration of schools. However, there 
are existing Laws on theses in many states in Northern Nigeria, but they 
are not practicable. 
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